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The killing of six Haitians trying to enter the Dominican Republic illegally brought a public outcry.
Dominican Republic President Leonel Fernandez assured Haitian President Rene Preval that
he would order a thorough investigation of the massacre and that those responsible would be
punished. But the Army's version of the incident and the investigation now underway suggest
a whitewash. At about the same time, the US suspended aid to the Dominican police because of
mounting numbers of extrajudicial killings in recent years.
On June 18, Dominican soldiers opened fire on a busload of illegal Haitian immigrants in the
town of Copey in the northwest corner of the country, killing seven people six Haitians and the
Dominican bus driver. Twenty-six other passengers were wounded in the attack. Survivors said they
had paid the driver to take them across the border to the Dominican municipality of Villa Altagracia
where they hoped to find work.
Dominican Armed Forces Secretary Gen. Manuel de Jesus Florentino set up a commission to
investigate the shootings. The commission comprises four generals and is chaired by Assistant
Armed Forces Secretary Gen. Jose Eliseo Noble Espejo. Florentino said military intelligence received
word that a bus would cross the border carrying drugs or arms.
When the military patrol ordered the bus to stop, the driver tried to run down the soldiers and fled,
leading the soldiers on a 17-km chase, Florentino said. He presented the deaths as the unfortunate
result of the soldiers' belief they were pursuing drug-traffickers.
Florentino said the soldiers first fired in the air, then at the tires, causing the bus to turn over. The
deaths and injuries were caused by the crash, he said. But survivors contradicted Florentino's
version of events. One said the passengers were "executed."
In an interview with a local newspaper, a survivor said that the soldiers did not order the driver to
stop and that about six soldiers followed the bus firing indiscriminately. After the bus turned over,
the soldiers approached and killed the passengers in cold blood.
Two Haitians were shot trying to escape. The military commission recommended that the soldiers
be subjected to a court martial, but human-rights groups objected, arguing that it was a ploy
to protect the soldiers from justice. Just a week before the shootings, London-based Amnesty
International (AI) had criticized the Dominican government for the deaths of several Haitian
immigrants killed by police and military personnel.
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An Army officer told the daily Listin Diario that smugglers with busloads of illegal immigrants
regularly bribe military border guards to let them to cross into the Dominican Republic. He said
that on June 18, the bus had passed three military checkpoints without incident before it was fired
upon. Daniel Pou, a researcher in civil-military affairs at the Facultad Latinoamercana de Ciencias
Economicas (FLASCO), said border guards are frequently accused of participating in the trafficking
of immigrants.
"But these charges usually result in investigations by military commissions in which the military
are both the judges and parties [in the case]," he said. "We have tried to use the military as a
containment dike against the natural flow of people and goods," said Pou, "instead of creating
institutionalized mechanism with the resources necessary to perfect a new kind of relationship with
Haitian society, maintaining conditions of respect for human rights and the integrity of its citizens."
The massacre heightened tensions between the two countries already strained because of tough
Dominican immigration policies, which, among other things, deny citizenship to Haitian children
born in the Dominican Republic (see NotiCen, 1999-11-11). A bill now before Congress would deny
pregnant Haitians medical attention in Dominican hospitals.
US suspends aid to police
In late May, the US said it was canceling US$1 million in aid to the Dominican police because of
hundreds of human rights violations in which police were involved. US Ambassador in Santo
Domingo Charles T. Manatt confirmed that the aid would be cut off for the remainder of the
Fernandez term, which expires in August. He said a review of human rights violations showed
an increase in extrajudicial executions and other abuses committed by police. The Miami Herald
reported in May that statistics kept by the independent Comite Dominicano de Derechos Humanos,
headed by Virgilio Almanzar, showed police killings of suspects rose from 168 in 1998 to 221 in 1999.
During the first five months of this year, 70 suspects have died in police custody. Almanzar said only
5% to 10% of those killings were justified. The rest were "assassinations," he said. "They've made
no effort to reform the National Police, so the decision was made not to support them until they do,"
said a US Justice Department official. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR)
of the Organization of American States (OAS) also criticized police killings in its 1999 report.
The increase in extrajudicial killings coincides with the militarization of the police force following
the assignment in 1999 of Army Gen. Pedro Candelier to head the National Police.
Critics of his methods say Candelier has encouraged tough tactics to fight rising crime rates. The
increase in crime has been blamed in part on the deportation of convicted Dominican criminals from
the US some 2,600 last year. While Candelier has undertaken some reforms, such as attacking police
corruption, his leadership apparently soured US Justice Department officials who warned him in
December that the aid would be suspended.
Accusations of torture leveled at police In late May, the Dominican government human rights
commission (Comision Nacional de los Derechos Humanos, CNDH) charged that the Rafey
prison, 155 km north of the capital, had become a "torture center." CNDH president Manuel Maria
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Mercedes told the Spanish news agency EFE that guards beat inmates with baseball bats and
suspended them from the ceiling with handcuffs. In May, reports surfaced that 12 female prisoners
were beaten with bats when the women went out into the rain to escape the heat in their cells.
Candelier sidestepped US criticism of police torture, suggesting that, before criticizing the
Dominican Republic, the US should explain racial killings by US police officers. But the president
of the Dominican Suprema Corte de Justicia, Jorge Subero Isa, confirmed that police in several
provinces were guilty of torture and sexual abuse of minors. In July, Interior Secretary Norge Botello
admitted that police were guilty of human rights violations. [Sources: The Miami Herald, 05/29/00;
Agence France-Presse, 06/20/00; Listin Diario (Dominican Republic), 05/30/00, 06/01/00, 06/19/00,
06/22/00, 06/24/00, 07/01/00; Spanish News Service EFE, 04/29/00, 05/25/00, 06/22/00, 07/04/00,
07/11/00]
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